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(54) Method and apparatus for balancing active capacitor leakage current 



(57) A circuit 201 that provides a method and appa- 
ratus to actively balance capacitor leakage current from 
series stacked capacitors 207, 209 and disconnects it- 
self when stacked capacitors are configured for doubler 
operation. In one embodiment, the active circuit in- 
cludes high voltage low current transistors, such as for 
example a PNP bipolar transistor 221 and an NPN bi- 
polar transistor 21 9, that are configured in a sink-source 
voltage follower arrangement 200 with the bases of the 



transistors 219, 221 connected to a voltage divider net- 
work and referenced to a fraction of a DC input voltage 
with a very high impedance, low dissipative resistor di- 
vider network. In one embodiment, the emitters of the 
PN P and N PN transistors are both tied to the connection 
point 213 between capacitors 207, 209 in the stack and 
provide an active sink-source drive, which maintains the 
voltage at this point to be bounded by the input reference 
voltages of sink-source followers. 
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Description 

[0001 ] This invention relates generally to circuits and, 
more specifically, the present invention relates to cir- 
cuits including series stacked capacitors. 
[0002] One function of a power converter is to convert 
rectified alternating current (AC) power into a regulated 
direct current (DC) output. Figure 1 shows elements in- 
cluded at an input 103 to a power converter 101 . Diode 
bridge BR1 1 05 rectifies AC input. Series stacked ca- 
pacitors C1 107 and C2 109 are coupled across diode 
bridge BR1 105 to smooth the output voltage of diode 
bridge BR1 1 05. Series stacked capacitors are common 
in power supplies that can be configured to operate us- 
ing multiple different input voltages such as for example 
either 115VAC or230VAC. As shown, switch SW1 111 
is coupled between diode bridge BR1 105 and the con- 
nection point 113 between series stacked capacitors C1 
107 and C2 109. When operating for example at 
230VAC, switch SW1 111 is opened. When operating 
for example at 115VAC, switch SW1 111 is closed. 
[0003] Resistors R1 115 and R2 117 are coupled 
across series stacked capacitors C1 1 07 and C21 09 as 
shown to maintain roughly equal voltages across C1 
1 07 and C2 1 09 and provide the necessary bleed cur- 
rent needed to balance the voltage across series 
stacked capacitors C1 1 07 and C2 1 09 when the supply 
is configured for 230VAC input. During 115VAC opera- 
tion, the two series stacked capacitors C1 1 07 and C2 
109 function as part of an input voltage doubler circuit. 
When configured for 230VAC, however, the two series 
stacked capacitors C1 1 07 and C2 1 09 have no DC con- 
nection to a center point voltage other than that which 
is provided by resistors R1 1 1 5 and R2 1 1 7. Without re- 
sistors R1 115 and R2 117, the center point voltage of 
the two series stacked capacitors C1 107 and C2 109 
can deviate from the ideal 14 DC input due to capacitor 
leakage current, which can cause one capacitor to have 
more voltage stress than the other capacitor. In fact, it 
is possible that one of the capacitors can be over-volt- 
age stressed and become damaged. 
[0004] Resistors R1 1 1 5 and R2 1 1 7 therefore provide 
a solution to the balance problem by providing bleed cur- 
rent. The resistance values of R1 115 and R2 117 must 
be low enough to establish a bleed current that is several 
times higher than the worst case leakage current imbal- 
ance between the series stacked capacitors C1 1 07 and 
C2 109 in order to be effective. This requires the resis- 
tors to dissipate much more powerthan the actual power 
dissipated as a result of the difference current between 
the two capacitors. Consequently, resistors R1 115 and 
R2 117 result in significant input power consumption 
with respect to many standby or output no-load require- 
ments of a power supply converter coupled to receive 
the rectified AC power. 

[0005] It is an object of the invention to seek to miti- 
gate this disadvantage. 

[0006] According to a first aspect of the invention 
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there is provided a circuit comprising a first transistor 
coupled across a first capacitor included in a series of 
stacked capacitors and a second transistor coupled 
across asecond capacitor included in the series stacked 

5 capacitors, the first transistor coupled to the second 
transistor, the first capacitor coupled to the second ca- 
pacitor, wherein the first and second transistors are 
adapted to provide a bleed current to the series of 
stacked capacitors to balance a leakage current imbal- 

10 ance in the series of stacked capacitors. 

[0007] According to a second aspect of the invention 
there is provided a method comprising providing a bleed 
current through a first transistor to a connection point 
between first and second capacitors included in a series 

15 of stacked capacitors if a voltage at the connection point 
rises above an upper reference voltage, and providing 
the bleed current thro ugh a second transistor to the con- 
nection point if the voltage at the connection point falls 
below a lower reference voltage. 

20 [0008] According to a third aspect of the invention 
there is provided a circuit comprising a series of stacked 
capacitors including first and second capacitors coupled 
across a power supply input, a first transistor coupled 
across the first capacitor the first transistor having a 

25 control terminal coupled to receive a first reference volt- 
age, and asecond transistor coupled across the second 
capacitor, the second transistor having a control termi- 
nal coupled to receive a second reference voltage, the 
first and second capacitors coupled to the series of 

30 stacked capacitors at a connection point between the 
first and second capacitors, the first and second transis- 
tors adapted to provide a bleed current to balance a 
leakage current imbalance in the series of stacked ca- 
pacitors. 

35 [0009] Thus, using the invention it is possible to pro- 
vide an active circuit that substantially reduces the bleed 
current required for balancing leakage current in series 
stacked capacitors. This active circuit can also be de- 
signed to disconnect any bleed current when capacitors 

40 are configured for voltage doubler operation as bleed 
current is not necessary in this configuration. In one em- 
bodiment, the circuit may be switched across a capaci- 
tor to provide bleed current as required to balance the 
leakage current. In one embodiment, the voltage at the 

45 connection point between two capacitors may be 
bounded within a few volts of two reference voltages. In 
one embodiment, the bleed current may be substantially 
equal to the difference in leakage current between two 
series stacked capacitors. In one embodiment, the ac- 

50 tive circuit suitably includes a sink-source follower cir- 
cuit. In one embodiment, a sink-source follower circuit 
can include inputs where each are referenced to voltag- 
es that are offset by a fraction of the voltage applied 
across the series stacked capacitors and the outputs of 

55 the sink-source follower circuits are coupled to the con- 
nection point between two series stacked capacitors. In 
one embodiment the offset is preferably limited to a very 
low value and can be substantially zero. In one embod- 
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iment, the sinkfollower circuit may include a PNP bipolar 
transistor coupled to a source follower circuit, which in- 
cludes an NPN bipolar transistor. In one embodiment, 
resistors are suitably connected in series with the col- 
lector of each of the bipolar transistors to limit the peak 5 
current conducted by the bipolar transistors. In one em- 
bodiment, the active circuit is suitably used in a power 
supply circuit. 

[001 0] In another embodiment, a method of substan- 
tially reducing the bleed current required for balancing 10 
leakage current in series stacked capacitors utilizing an 
active circuit is disclosed. In one embodiment the bleed 
current may be switched in as required to balance leak- 
age current from the series stacked capacitors. In one 
embodiment, the bleed current from the active circuit 
may be switched off and may be substantially equal to 
zero when series stacked capacitors are configured for 
doubler operation. In one embodiment, the bleed cur- 
rent can be substantially equal to a difference in leakage 
currents between two capacitors. In one embodiment, 
the active circuit suitably includes a means to maintain 
an output voltage, connected to the connection point be- 
tween two series stacked capacitors, relative to an input 
reference voltage. In one embodiment, the disclosed 
method is suitably applied in a power supply circuit. 
[0011] An embodiment of the invention is hereinafter 
described, by way of example with reference to the ac- 
companying drawings. 

[0012] The present invention detailed is illustrated by 
way of example and not limitation in the accompanying 
figures. 

Figure 1 shows a circuit schematic of a known tech- 
nique to balance capacitor leakage current from se- 
ries stacked capacitors; and 

Figure 2 shows one embodiment of a circuit sche- 
matic in which capacitor leakage current from series 
stacked capacitors is balanced in accordance with 
the teachings of the present invention. 

[0013] An embodiment of a circuit schematic that bal- 
ances active capacitor leakage current is disclosed. In 
the following description, numerous specific details are 
set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding 
of the present invention. It will be apparent, however, to 
one having ordinary skill in the art that the specific detail 
need not be employed to practice the present invention. 
In other instances, well-known materials or methods 
have not been described in detail in order to avoid obs- 
cuting the present invention. 

[0014] Reference throughout this specification to 
"one embodiment" or "an embodiment" means that a 
particular feature, structure or characteristic described 
in connection with the embodiment is included in at least 
one embodiment of the present invention. Thus, the ap- 
pearances of the phrases "in one embodiment" or "in an 
embodiment" in various places throughout this specifi- 



cation are not necessarily all referring to the same em- 
bodiment. Furthermore, the particular features, struc- 
tures or characteristics may be combined in any suitable 
manner in one or more embodiments. 
[0015] As an overview, input power dissipation asso- 
ciated with the balancing of leakage current of series 
stacked capacitors is reduced according to an embodi- 
ment of the present invention. In one embodiment, a cir- 
cuit according to the teachings of the present invention 
actively balances the voltage of series stacked capaci- 
tors using high voltage low current transistors, such as 
for example one PNP and one NPN bipolar transistor. 
In one embodiment, the transistors are configured in a 
sink-source voltage follower arrangement with the bas- 
es of these transistors tied to slightly different or offset 
reference voltages centered near 14 DC input voltage 
with a very high impedance, low dissipative resistor di- 
vider network which includes three resistors. The emit- 
ters of the two transistors are both tied to the connection 
point between series stacked capacitors and provide an 
active sink-source drive, which bounds the voltage at 
this point to be within input references. 
[0016] To illustrate, Figure 2 shows generally one em- 
bodiment of a circuit 201 according to the teachings of 
the present invention to actively balance the voltage of 
series stacked capacitors. In one embodiment, circuit 
201 is a portion of a power converter or power supply 
that rectifies and smoothes a high voltage AC input, in 
the illustrated embodiment, circuit 201 is adapted to be 
compatible with multiple different input voltages for the 
power supply or converter such as for example but not 
limited to 230 VAC or 1 1 5 VAC. As shown in the depicted 
embodiment, diode bridge BR1 205 is coupled to rectify 
AC input 203 voltage and stacked capacitors C1 207 
and C2 209 are coupled across diode bridge BR1 205 
to smooth the rectified voltage. As shown, switch SW1 
211 is coupled between diode bridge BR1 205 and the 
connection point 21 3 between series stacked capacitors 
C1 207 and C2 209. When operating for example at 
230VAC, switch SW1211 is opened. When operating for 
example at 115VAC, switch SW1 211 is closed to pro- 
vide voltage doubling across the series combination of 
C1 207 and C2 209. 

[0017] As shown inside box 200 of Figure 2, one em- 
bodiment of a sink-source voltage follower circuits are 
illustrated. The illustrated sink-source voltage follower 
circuits include a resistor R1 215, a bipolar NPN tran- 
sistor Q1 219, a bipolar PNP transistor Q2 221 and a 
resistor R2 217 coupled in series across series stacked 
capacitors C1 207 and C2 209. The control terminals or 
bases of transistors Q1 21 9 and Q2 221 are connected 
through resistor R5 227 and are therefore biased to in- 
put reference voltages slightly offset from each other. In 
one embodiment, the degree of offset of the input refer- 
ence voltages is provided with a resistor network and is 
governed by the choice of resistors R3 223, R4 225 and 
R5 227. When the switch SW1 211 is closed to provide 
voltage doubling across the series combination of C1 
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207 and C2 209, the offset introduced by resistor 227 
allows transistors Q1 219 and Q2 221 to be effectively 
disconnected and prevent the circuit from trying to cor- 
rect for true voltage differences in the voltages applied 
to capacitors 207 and 209 on subsequent AC half cy- 
cles. In one embodiment, resistor R5 may have a resist- 
ance substantially equal to zero, which limits the offset 
to a low or substantially zero value and has the effect of 
replacing R5 227 with a short circuit connection effec- 
tively con necting the bases of bipolar transistors Q 1 2 1 9 
and Q2 221 together. In one embodiment, the resistance 
values of resistors R3 223, R4 225 and R5 227 are much 
larger than resistors R1 115 and R2 117 of Figure 1, 
which reduces the power dissipation in these resistors 
R3 223, R4 225 and 227 in comparison with resistors 
R1 115 and R2 117 of Figure 1. 

[0018] In the embodiment illustrated in Figure 2, the 
sink-source follower circuit has its output connected to 
the connection point 21 3 between the series stacked ar- 
rangement of series stacked capacitors C1 207 and C2 
209. Either transistor Q1 219 or Q2 221 will turn on if 
the voltage at output of the sink-source follower at con- 
nection point 213 deviates by more than the upper or 
lower input reference voltage as defined by the resistor 
divider network R3 223, R4 225 and R5 227. In this way, 
the output of the sink-source follower at connection point 
213 is maintained within the input reference voltage 
range defined by R3 223, R4 225 and R5 227. In the 
embodiment shown in Figure 2, R5 227 offsets the input 
reference voltages at the control terminals or bases of 
the transistors Q1 219 and Q2 221 of the sink-source 
follower such that the base of transistor Q1 21 9 is slight- 
ly below one half the DC input to the series stacked ca- 
pacitors and the base of transistor Q2 221 is slightly 
above one half the DC input to the series stacked ca- 
pacitors. This is to ensure that both transistors will be 
off when series stacked capacitors are configured for 
doubler operation with switch SW1 211 closed. In an- 
other embodiment, not shown, the reference voltages 
defined by the choice of resistor R3 223, R4 225 and R5 
227 are not centered at one half the DC input voltage to 
the series stacked capacitors but at some other fraction 
of the DC input voltage. Resistors R1 215 and R2 217 
in Figure 2 are chosen to have much lower resistance 
than R3 223, R4 225 and R5 227 and limit the power 
dissipation in the sink-source follower. 
[001 9] It is appreciated that although the embodiment 
illustrated in Figure 2 uses a series stack of two capac- 
itors, this circuit could apply to any number of series 
stacked capacitors where the connection point between 
each pair of capacitors in the series stack would be con- 
nected to the output of a separate sink-source follower 
circuit in accordance with the teachings of the present 
invention. 

[0020] Therefore, the embodiment illustrated in Fig- 
ure 2 actively controls the voltages across series 
slacked capacitors C1 207 and C2 209 where either 
transistors Q1 219 or Q2 221 maybe on depending on 



the polarity of capacitor leakage offset. This bleed cur- 
rent provided by the correcting transistor Q1 219 or Q2 
221 will be substantially equal to the leakage current im- 
balance of capacitors C1 207 and C2 209 and therefore 
the minimum required to perform this function. As a re- 
sult, dissipation of the balancing circuit is kept to a sub- 
stantially minimal value. 

[0021] In the foregoing detailed description, the meth- 
od and apparatus of the present invention has been de- 
scribed with reference to specific exemplary embodi- 
ments thereof. It will, however, be evident that various 
modifications and changes may be made thereto with- 
out departing from the broader spizit and scope of the 
present invention. The present specification and figures 
are accordingly to be regarded as illustrative ratherthan 
restrictive. 



Claims 

1 . A circuit, comprising: 

a first transistor coupled across a first capacitor 
included in a series of stacked capacitors; and 
a second transistor coupled across a second 
capacitor included in the series stacked capac- 
itors, the first transistor coupled to the second 
transistor, the first capacitor coupled to the sec- 
ond capacitor, wherein the first and second 
transistors are adapted to provide a bleed cur- 
rent to the series of stacked capacitors to bal- 
ance a leakage current imbalance in the series 
of stacked capacitors. 



35 2. A circuit according to claim 1 , further comprising a 
resistor divider network coupled to respective con- 
trol terminals of the first and second transistors to 
define an input reference for the circuit. 

40 3. A circuit according to claim 2, wherein the resistor 
divider network comprises at least two resistors 
coupled to the respective control terminals of the 
first and second transistors. 

45 4. a circuit according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the first and second transistors are coupled to a 
connection point between the first and second ca- 
pacitors of the series of stacked capacitors, the first 
and second transistors adapted to maintain a volt- 

50 age at the connection point within an input refer- 
ence range. 

5. A circuit according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the bleed current is substantially equal to the leak- 

55 age current imbalance in the series of stacked ca- 
pacitors. 

6. A circuit according to any of claims 1 to 4, wherein 
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the bleed current is substantially equal to zero when 
a voltage at the connection point remains fixed at a 
voltage within an input reference range. 

7. A circuit according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the first and second transistors are coupled in a 
sink-source follower circuit configuration. 

8. A circuit according to claim 7, wherein the sink- 
source follower circuit is coupled to receive an input 
reference that is a fraction of a voltage applied 
across the series of stacked capacitors. 

9. A circuit according to claim 8, wherein the input ref- 
erence is a range of voltages including upper and 
lower reference voltages, each of which is offset 
from the fraction of the voltage applied across the 
series of stacked capacitors. 

10. A circuit according to claim 9, wherein the offset of 
the upper and lower reference voltages from the 
fraction of the voltage applied across the series of 
stacked capacitors is zero. 

11. A circuit according to any of claims 7 to 10, wherein 
the first and second transistors comprise bipolar 
junction transistors. 

12. A circuit according to claim 11, wherein the first and 
second transistors comprise a PNP transistor and 
an NPN transistor. 

13. A circuit according to claim 12, further comprising a 
first resistor coupled to a collector of the first tran- 
sistor to limit the bleed current through the first tran- 
sistor, the circuit further comprising a second resis- 
tor coupled to a collector of the second transistor to 
limitthe bleed current through the second transistor. 

14. A circuit according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the circuit is an active circuit included in a power 
supply circuit. 

15. A method, comprising: 

providing a bleed current through a first transis- 
tor to a connection point between first and sec- 
ond capacitors included in a series of stacked 
capacitors if a voltage at the connection point 
rises above an upper reference voltage; and 
providing the bleed current through a second 
transistor to the connection point if the voltage 
at the connection point falls below a lower ref- 
erence voltage. 

16. A method according to claim 15, wherein the volt- 
age at the connection point rises above the upper 
reference voltage as a result of a leakage current 



imbalance in the series of stacked capacitors, the 
method further comprising balancing the leakage 
current imbalance with the bleed current. 

5 17. A method according to claim 16, wherein the bleed 
current is substantially equal to a difference in leak- 
age currents between the first and second capaci- 
tors. 

10 18. A method according to claim 15, wherein the volt- 
age at the connection point falls below the upper 
reference voltage as a result of a leakage current 
imbalance in the series of stacked capacitors, the 
method further comprising balancing the leakage 
15 current imbalance with the bleed current. 

19. A method according to claim 1 8, wherein the bleed 
current is substantially equal to a difference in leak- 
age currents between the first and second capaci- 

20 tors. 

20. A method according to claim 1 5, further comprising 
maintaining the voltage at the connection point with- 
in an input reference voltage range defined by the 

25 upper and lower reference voltages. 

21. A method according to claim 20, wherein an offset 
between the upper and lower reference voltages is 
substantially zero. 

30 

22. A method according to any of claims 15 to 21 , fur- 
ther comprising smoothing an output voltage of a 
diode bridge of a power supply with the series of 
stacked capacitors. 

35 

23. A method according to any of claims 15 to 22, fur- 
ther comprising switching off the first and second 
transistors if the voltage at the connection point is 
between the upper and lower reference voltages. 

40 

24. A circuit, comprising: 

a series of stacked capacitors including first 
and second capacitors coupled across a power 

45 supply input; 

a first transistor coupled across the first capac- 
itor, the first transistor having a control terminal 
coupled to receive a first reference voltage; and 
a second transistor coupled across the second 

so capacitor, the second transistor having a con- 

trol terminal coupled to receive a second refer- 
ence voltage; the first and second capacitors 
coupled to the series of stacked capacitors at 
a connection point between the first and second 

55 capacitors, the first and second transistors 

adapted to provide a bleed current to balance 
a leakage current imbalance in the series of 
stacked capacitors. 
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25. A circuit according to claim 24, further comprising: 

a first resistor coupled to the first transistor to 
limit the bleed current through the first transis- 
tor, and 

a second resistor coupled to the second tran- 
sistorto limit the bleed current through the sec- 
ond transistor. 

26. A circuit according to either of claims 24 or 25, fur- 
ther comprising a resistor network coupled to the 
first and second transistors to provide the first and 
second reference voltages. 

27. A circuit according to claim 26, wherein the first and 
second reference voltages provided by the resistor 
network are different from one another. 

28. A circuit according lo claim 26, wherein the first and 
second reference voltages provided by the resistor 
network are the same. 
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(54) Method and apparatus for balancing active capacitor leakage current 



(57) A circuit 201 that provides a method and appa- 
ratus to actively balance capacitor leakage current from 
series stacked capacitors 207, 209 and disconnects it- 
self when stacked capacitors are configured for doubler 
operation. In one embodiment, the active circuit in- 
cludes high voltage low current transistors, such as for 
example a PNP bipolar transistor 221 and an NPN bi- 
polartransistor219, that are configured in a sink-source 
voltage follower arrangement 200 with the bases of the 



transistors 219, 221 connected to a voltage divider net- 
work and referenced to a fraction of a DC input voltage 
with a very high impedance, low dissipative resistor di- 
vider network. In one embodiment, the emitters of the 
PNP and NPN transistors are both tied to the connection 
point 21 3 between capacitors 207, 209 in the stack and 
provide an active sink-source drive, which maintains the 
voltage at this point to be bounded by the input reference 
voltages of sink-source followers. 
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A method, 
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